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LAND, SKIN & BLINDNESS 


An Excerpt from I-57, 
a Work-in-Progress 


a. 


from Labrador, the center of accumulation, 
the Illinoisan glacier pushed sixteen hundred miles 


to near the crest of the Ozark uplift, 
the beginning of Egypt: 


the deepest southern penetration 
of North American ice... 


came to rest on the range’s northern flank: 
hills to the south, 
the beginning of melt to the north. 


to the north, 


Lake Chicago, 

ancestor to Lake Michigan, 

grew from waters 

impounded between the receding edge of ice 
and the Valparaiso moraine, 


sedimentary deposition, the Chicago plain, 
lying deep beneath the water’s surface, 


only Blue Island, 
a glacial ridge, emergent. 


on the land’s surface, till: 
buff-drab, pinkish, blue, 
the texture gritty, 

with water-worn cherts, 


rock debris, rock flour, boulder trains, 
granite till, from the older drift, 
to be crumbled in the hand, 


gabbro, gneiss and schist, 
ganister, tripoli, fuller’s earth. 


emerging as glacial melt, 
silt-laden waters 
receded in mud flats, 


dried in the prairie winds, 
and swept across the land’s surface 
as loess, 


became, with weathering and vegetation, 
peaty loam, muck, clay, 
clay loams, loams, sandy loams, 


fine sandy loams, sands, gravelly loams, 
gravels, stony loams, 


deep peat. 


the surface, the skin of the land, 
undulatory, slightly billowy, 
with numberless gentle swells and shallow sags, 


drift billows, crest lines, 
scattered knolls and knobs 


(Iroquois County 
is almost without relief) 


in the rocks, caves: 
coon den, cave spring, toothless, and unnamed. 


fossils, 
to be found in road cuts and river banks, 
in strip mines and rip rap 


and 


among the navaho, southwestward, witches emerge at night, 
roam about at great speed in wolf skins 


ye -na-Idl- si: 
one who trots along here and there on all fours 
with it! 


go to the new grave, 

dig up the fresh dead, 

cut off bits of meat, here and there, 
wherever there is a spiral, 

the thumb and finger ends, 


spirals and whorls: 

minute conical eminences 
rising from the skin, 

closely aggregated, 

arranged in curving parallels 


photo receptors 
in the whorls 
of the fingertips 


the medicine man of the connibos 
felt that george catlin, 
in painting his portrait, 


was employing an ingenious mode 
of stealing his skin 


assume the skin of another, 
you will become that other 


b. 
the man blinded loses light, 
loses light, loses love: 


(those two little nuts, 
two in the head, 
that make the world) 


(the terror of losing footing, 
where the earth drops off, 
and does not echo) 


but the world is reconstructed: 
seated precisely behind home plate, 
infield and outfield geometrically imagined, 


fast ball or curve, by the sound in the mitt, 
the ball well or poorly hit, by the crack, 
the grounder skimming the grass, 

spikes clawing dirt, 


runner out or safe, 
by ball in mitt or toe on base, first. 


your voice tells your health and age, 
your smell your character and virtue, 


my tongue has the finest sense of touch 


and the man blinded, without confusion of sight, 
swings the hammer, strikes the nail clean! 


behind the sightless balls (the two little nuts), 
a gray pastel 
—or luminous globes of light in a foggy night— 


fireworks! 
the orchestra begins, 
the music a riot of colors 


the middle register dull red, 
ascending to pink, light yellow, 
up to white, 

in the eighth octave, 


descending to magenta, 
deep blue, 
into black 


the touch of plush velour 
tastes bitter 


taste the colors! 


(the brain a hand, 
reaching, 
touching substances) 


blue is smooth, 
yellow slippery, 
red sticky, catching, attracting, 


green not rough, 
indigo the stickiest, 


orange rough and hard, 
violet even rougher 


hide matches, 
build a backyard fire, 
see the flames with fingertips! 


the man blinded is deaf, 
he is not there, 


not all there, 
feeble-minded, 


dead to the world, 
eyes closed, asleep, 


but he does not need sleep, 
his eyes are always closed, 


since he is blind, 
no one can see him, 


unable to see, 


he cannot know when he’s awake . . . 


but in sleep, 
the man blinded dreams, 


sees stream, valley, mountains 
(but stand still, 
the footing at the cliff’s edge!) 


south is a cloud of yellow light 
straw color, 
friends are fawn and blue, 


a woman is bright and silvery, 
the fish leaps from the stream, 
speaks in yellow 


when he wakes, 
one world disappears 


c. 


the skin piliferous: 

save only for palms and soles, 

the backs of fingers and toes, 

the glans penis 

and inner surfaces of prepuce and labia— 
save only these, 

the skin forested with hair 


oaks, hickories, ash and maples, 

the winged elm to the north, 

cork elm south, 

bald cypress in the bottoms of the cache, 


swamp cottonwood south, 
and the aspens — large and trembling — north, 


walnut and butternut, 

hornbeam, mulberry, blue beech, 
sassafras, sycamore and sweet gum, 
crab, thorn and buckeye, 

basswood, haw, 

linden, black gum, catawlpa and tupelo, 
sumac, witchhazel, pawpaw and wahoo, 
hackberry, sweet birch, black locust, 
viburnum 


the man blinded will perceive objects 
without touching, 


to graze lightly 
with the tiny hairs, 


each a lever, 
distributing sensation, 


facial vision an animal fear: 
goose flesh and hair bristling! 


on face, temples and forehead, 
a light brushing, 


a cold current 
down the limbs, 


the contraction of small muscles 
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